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But the teacher, as Plato's dialogues il-

lustrate so beautifully, must do -more than

simply start where his students are; he must

also take them somewhere else. To do that,

he must have some convictions about where .
they should go, convictions, that is to say, .
about what is worth .learning. :

. . )

3

Charles Silberman
Crisis in the Classroom




INTRODUCTION -

There is no question about the need for basic skills that are
essential to the development of an educated person.. There are, how-
ever, some questions about what ‘these skills should include, how best

to' teach them, and how to determine if they have been learned.

v Such questions are seminal. When they are discussed in any de-,

tail, related questions soon "become apparent. For example, how great

is the present need to improve education in the basics? should ’the -

federal government finance efforts in all publié schools to teach v

]

basic skills more effectively? If it should, then how will ‘the re-

L I
S

sults of such a program be feasured? Should there be national

standards? Should the basics be the same for all students?

Everyone in the teaching pfofession agrees that all 'students must _

Y
v -

have an qual opportunity to develop, within the'limits of their
ability, the fundamental skills to handle laﬁguage,’numbers, and other .
complex ideas. There is also agreement within the profession thati
such'basic skills are only a fifst step, but an essential first step,
toward an education. An educated person has much more thanAthé rather
limited abilities necessary to cope and to survive.

Even more fqndamental questions come to mind és we prpﬁe'gther
aspects of the basic skills d?&emma. Just what ao we;mean\toaéy by
an educated person? In the‘Land of the Free, is an education, like
a driver's permit, a right or a privilege--to be given or~earhed?.

v . ,

"And finallf, can the teaching profession's goal of professional
excellence survive in a éociety willing to'legislate:minimum compe-
tence for its young?. "Egcellence'implies more thén competence," said

)

Jchn W. Gardrner. "It implies a striving for the highest standards in

ey




every phase of life....The idea for which this nation stands will not
survive if the highest goal free men cdh.eet themselves is an.amiable
mediocrity." (9)

For classroom teachers such questions as excellence and equality

.
i

are often lost in school systems that are organized and administered
LY

in ways that are counterproductive to all that is known about human

’

learning. One purpose of this paper wiil be "to consider some of these

“limitations to learning in relation -0 basic skills. ”
Present public interest in what is usually callednthe oack;to-the— v

basicsﬁmovement has reachedﬂgpidemic proportions, and it has frequently

-~

become the occasioq for . attacks on schools and teachers, who, it is
L)

alleged, are. not. teachlng the basics. Rechrring attacks on public _
schools are, of course, a part of American life, and thé present out-
cry to go back -to the basics has reached a dlmen51on not equalled
since 1957 when Ru551a "‘beat us into space with Sputnlk I.

In -those early days of the Space Age nearly a qeneration aqo,
the reason for thie early Russian :triumph was clear enough to critics
of educatlon The schools were not teaching thé basics. A shocked and
-Qhumbled Amerlca then, embarked ‘on what one observer called "a bitter
orgy of pedagoqical eoul—searchlnq since "many of our qraduates could
» barely understand a page of English prose, much less compose one." (13)
It was a marss reaction of national ouilt; and the press, Conc¢ress, and
eome citizen’groups blamed tie schools for ocr lagoinq space program.

"What Went Wrong With U.S. Schools?" and "Why Are We Less Educated

Than Fifty Years Ago?" were theme questions for lengthy pieces in

U.S. News & World Report (June 7, 1957, and January 24, 1358).
In many ways these attacks on the schools 20 years ago were out of

all proportion to the relative importance of the Soviet space achicve~
k .




ment.. But it was a time for reaction in America. As happens after

%

every war--and the Korean War had ended--we Were experiencing a

period of neoconservatism. Not unlike today, a New Right was call;;
ing for a return to the good old days as if somehow a new generation-
could solve its prablems by goinag back to the basics in pol%tics, in
religion, in.labortféiatiéﬁs, in eCOnomics;"ané in education. Since

”ﬁQS?, of courSé,.we have had spectacular success in space, and our
schools have received small credit for that.

3

Without question the most\tgnqible and enduring result bf this
public,debate aboutvgchools was the‘National Defense Education Act
of 195é which, among other things, guickly doubled the budégt for
'W”che;Ux~Sr-0ffice*of'Education and began a ne@ era of fedaral support. . = .. ..
for education. Althouqh_this landmark leqislatioﬁ had been'drafﬁed
‘by the Eisenhower Administration prior to Sputnik, its chance of be-
coming law was not a poliﬁical reality until Sputnik evoked a Grea;
Debate about. the quality of American éducation—~and only then after
the bill was renamed'to assure Congress that its~ourpose was, after (
all, for national defense.

| Were the Soviet schools really better than ours? The question !
could be answered neither simply no;\to-everyone's sasisfaction. ' ~
After all, the two countries had rather different forms of government.
The U.S.S.R. national qodls, eEonomic systems, and concepts of individ-
ual rights were clearly anfitheficai to those of the U.S.A. The most
pragmatic answer to this question came_from James Bryant Conant, a
former president of Harvard who 1in 1957 was the first U.S. Ambassador
to the Federal Republic\of Germany. .The Russian space success, ob~-

served Conant, was not so much that, Soviet schools were better than

ours; it was simply that their Germans were smarter than our Germans

o L 4
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The 1960’s‘bqume a time for educational innovation as federal
interest and support increased. One index of this growth can be
seen in federal grants for educational purposes, which grew from

$1.7 billion in 1960 to $8 billion in 1969. Dufing this decade the

schools became a crazy quilt of new progqgrams as the U. S. Office of

ld

Education became a bureaucratic conduit for federal funds to support
such diverse innovations as new math, language laboratories, teach-
ing.machines, and instructional television. Behaviorism became the
name of the game and classroom teachers, by and large, were consid-
ered a bart of the problem. Federal funds were used to develop
instructional packages, some of them guaranteed to be "teacher proof."
'“Since”the'1960‘s“féderhl”programs andAsuppdft1havemﬁbtm51éckéhed;7

and educaticnal grants for 1977 are estimated atV$17 billion. At the

)

-same time, the courts and a growing number of federal agencies have

produced a confusion of cateqorigal program requlations for the
schoolé. A recent study (6), rcp%rts that school-districts receiving
educational funds are caught betkeen conflicting directives because
federai programs are responses ﬂg'a”vériety'of often conflicting '
values. ‘Many classroom teaghers view the.results of all this as a
curriculum kaiéidoscope, with emphasis on just about everything butv
basic skills. Clearly, such developménts are an important reason for
the NEA's p;eéent strong posiﬁion in fanr of a Departﬁent of Educa-
tion and of qencral, rather thun categorical, fcdéra} support of
education. | )

In retrospect, most innovations of the sixties have had small

, )

lasting effect on ecducatiional practice.‘ In most ;dscs, hawer r,

these innovations have each added something to the curriculum, which

continues to grow. And it may well be that a curriculum bloated with

v o .
I
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innovativelleftovers is itself{ an obstacle for some teachers who
would like to spend more time on basie skills.. This "additive" ap-
proach to curriculum'development--often by legislative mandate~-is
well known to teachers. The results of all this can be seen in
school programs in driver education, drug education, alcohol educa-
tion, tobacco educatioﬁ}.metric education, sex (and sexism) educa-
tion, fémily edUcatipn; human ;elations,and’ethnic education, enerqgy -

-

education, consumer education, environmental education, and career

A .

cducatioh; ‘. o '

Such programs have recently been supplemented b§ a mﬁjor federal
effort to educdate all handicapped chiydreh~~many of them in the regu-
1afmbléséf60ﬁ.“”Although"éﬁéhfpfogfamsWaremor;liy-éouhd”énduqleéflyn
in thé public interest, they are seldom funded with any Kind of
real?stic u%derstanding of whbt they will cost, or what they will
divert“from ?ther.(e.q., basic skills)‘schobl programs.

More recently the Office of Education nés supported studieé by
RAND and other think tanks to determine what went wrbquwith the in-
«noQations of the sixties--or, as one congressman put‘it, "how to ggt

more bang for the educational buck." The answer is in, and it is

quite simple: Classrbom teacgirs were not involved in planning, they

wore not provided with proper in-service preparation, and as a result

they unde;sﬁood neither the projects nor what yas“expected of them
as key participanﬁs in the projccts.

'This point has beeg made by others. In a soul-searching evalu-
ation of its relétivoly modest ($30 million) efforts at eduéationél
inndvation from 1960-to 1979, the Ford Foundation rbpofted: "Nit%-
out systematic teacher preparation, use of new cu.ricula and eqguip-

‘ment tends to be sunerficial, Sporadic, anid ephemeral, ianoring

1

. \
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the poten tor significant improvement ih theltéachinn~learninq -
/prbcess." {1) The repoart concludes that teachers, s;udents,*parehts, | .
and community must be paré oftaqygprocesslfor serious retﬁinking' - - .
about schocl functions. - e o o N

This truism has becen lost tmdav on Ssome statc lawmakerf who are

b

concerned about basic skills, who secem to feel that llteracy ran be
legislated, and who are willing to single out teachers.asﬂscapegoats

Y

for the sccial, economic, and politacal problems of the day. ' .
. c . . .

From Innovations to Accountability - - -

The 1960° s decadc was one .of innovation in education; and the

* v

]970'5 will, meqt likely be Yemembered 3s the Docade~of Accuuntablllty

1‘
in education. For the crassroom'teacher the 1960 S decade was a tlme

<

cof surpr1 ses, often when school Opened 1n the fall-—new books, new ex~

perts, new math and new electronlc qadqets. The school lxbrary, hle’
' ~ T
torically a reading center, became first a medla cent or and 1ater a

.
’ e,
’ - " *

technoloqy,centei. | RV . e

k3

The classroom cllmatc of th2 1970's is not the same. It haS'been
characterized by some teachers as a time for endless hours (often of . o
their own hersonal time) of writing behavioral sbjectives. Certainly

the present era is reflected by a sign on the wall bf a teacher lounqq:  .

“Accountability can be dangerous to your profcssi?nal health (and

tenure) 1f you have too rany slow learners.”

In March of 1970 President Nixon set the tone for the new decade

-

in a message to Congrass:. "Education for }hc 197G's: Renewal and
K, ' .

‘Reform." Ite made 1t perfectly clear that schools should be held

accountable for their performance. 9One initial resalt of tais prasi-

dential message was a series of federally sponsored efforts at social




experimqntatian in selected school districts across the country--all
of it under the rubric of cducational accountability. During the
first few years of the seventies, millions of dollars in federal edu-
‘cation funds were spent on such schemes as performancé éontracting
with wrlva;e industry to wun schools, vouchers for parents, and the
use®1n schools of a range of business-management gimmicks such as
program. budgeting, syitems‘analysis, and management by objectives.‘
Farly in the 1970 s state after state beqan to enact a unique

kind of l ;1slatlon known as educatlonal accountnbxllty acts;‘ Their. .
purpose was clear enough: to mike schools and teachers accountable
for the quality of educational programs. In practice these laws man-

I .

dated, }hﬁ wrong. tests {or the wrong reasens. In an effort to encour-

ane tHis phenamenon, and tn keep track of its many provincial mani-

bethlUﬂa, the U, d.~0ffice of Education established the Cooperative

')CVOhntﬂbl1JiY "roqovt (LAP) in 1972. CAP, ih turn, established SEAR
-=thp Stotwe fdu!atlﬂ al Accountablllty ?eposltory--to "disceminate

qcrﬁugtabifiay 1nformat10n to state educatipn agencies.”  In 1975
P‘R.Cﬂhfnln(d Ve Y l,)OO documents.

SIAT And SEA“worv phased ou. 1in 1976, and since then "minimum
cnmpetence” has TQD}JCE& the Yarm "accountability” to describe a
urnwiﬂw numbser ;f 5ach Stdfﬁ‘rnwgf_ Public interésf in basic skills

. )
vocdaw s adkded nuw Toryalative 1mpotus teo thmsa state programs. By
Dot larre, Goweswer, state mipimam competency law's and programs retain
gy cf the grelenirable aspects af oar 10T dccountabil 1ty leglslat ilon.
'Tvlthy;ﬂ ared st ll nerrg hﬁ}d aeconntal:le for the performance of
thivyr Goadents on stambardymed test 4 and For othrer edurational re-

TR AN A web pehy the Reeaechieer o et contral, »

nep e Dewsaide ot Avessantaba ity the united teaching profes-




sion has worked aggressively at local, state, and national levels to

protect teachers and tod@all attention to the wrongheaded features of

such programs. Mlchlgan was one of the first states to lmpose an -’
"accountability system" on 1t§\bub}1q scHools. Not only did the MLchl-

gidn State Department of Edncation'attéqpt to use student test scores
A

as the major criterion to eva}uate ¢classroom teachers, it also withheld

il N

funds from schools because of low test scores. This hlqh handed govern-
ment - 1nterferenoe called for an lnvesthatJOn, and in 1972 the Mlchlqan
Education Association and the Natxonal Educat,ion Assocxatlon Look actlon
in what was clearly the publlc interest. ' ' \ ) -? g
| A blne;ribbon panel of n:tionally recognized authorit{es&was'
established 'with qpmplete autonomy to evaluate the educationaf sound*™
ess and utlllty for Michigan of the Michigan Accountablllty Model,
 wwith a partlchlax focus on the absessment component | The resultlng
statew1dc study attractnd much attentioh and included prlvate 1nter~
views and public hearlngs The final report of-the panel (11) 1led,to
,signifﬁcant Lhanges fpr the better in Michigan's state accountability
program. ,

"Tést results ore not good measures of what is taught in school,
, . .

the panel said. The Michigan report went on to indicate that. "unless
one ‘eaches the tests themselves, they are not very sensitive to school

learnin, As for the state education department's practice of tying
test results to school funding, the pancl condemned the prastice as

"whimsical and "harmful."

In the spring of 1978 a similar statewide accountabili v study
was made in Florida. (18) An independent evaluation panel under con-.
truct to the Florida Teaching Profession-NEA and the National Fduca-’

tion Assocration took o strong position against the “"detrimental” And




"demoralizing"/use of standardlzed tes}s. Shch testino; accordihg to
the panel, has sacrlflced chlldren who dre black 'and poor on the altar
of accountablllty. The study dlSO found that the stgtewlde_competency
'testing'program in Florida's high schools caused an overehphasis'on

elementary reading and arithmetic and "resulted in neglect of high-

school subjects such as science, literature, mqiic, and the arts."

The back- -to- the ~basics movement, and its manlfestatlons in state
<
after state’ in the form of mlnlmum competency laws, 'is where we are
today- an extenSLOn of the leonxan approach to better schools'

Will th1s e the qlos1ng chapter in the Decade of Accountablllty°

(

and what of the future% Will the ne&t decade be the Orwellian

1980's for American education? :
S ) | “

- -5 ' .
f- A purgose of this.paper is to reiate present puklic concern ' \\

about basxt skxlls to some of the underlylng causes, both w1th1n the
school system and Wlthln the society which supports and controls that
system. The back—tthhe—basics issues ‘cannot be limited to pedagog~

"ical practice. We already know how to teach just about anything to

-7\\ just about anyone. Nor can the issue-be coﬁtained within the larger
: ‘ ~

B J

educational community--an unbelievably complex and plﬁralistic bu-
4 /- ' ‘ . | o
reaucracy with theoretical and topical support from every knéwn field

4

of study. ' . : .

1
- . )

Today the problem vof basic skills and some of the related ques-
tions already noted have become A social issue, an economic issue,
a racial issue, a political issue, a legal issuve, and finally, a

- .
philosophical issue :bout the purposes of education. It will be

——

useful, therefore, co consider the problem of basic skills in a num-

her of contexts.

e vt
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; Those functions of government that touch nearly everyone--for
example, the postal-service, tax collection, and public schools—-re~-
celve a great deal of critical publlc attention ‘'in a democracy. There

are, 1in each ‘realm, horror stories about an occa51ona1 letter that has

4 ®

[
been lost or-delivered very late, a mll;lonaire who has paid no 1income

tax, or a high school graduate who has been deemed illiterate.
Such exceptions to the rule are often consilered as news by re-
porters who must fill space between ads in the print mec ia and provide

- _ , | N .
words and pictures for the noncommercial segments of the broadcast

"

media. In the world of corpofate journalism, where bad news is good

-

news and good news 1is bad news, stories with depth and substance are .
increasingly replaced with the flip and the flippant, gossip and fun.
This is not to say that letter carriers, tax collectors, and,

teachers are without malfeasance and above public scrutiny. Nor is

', .t an effort to pan news reporters who, 11ke teachers7 are often the

L]

v1ct1ms of manager1al forces over whlch they have no control. The
analogy may, however, serve as a useful wedge to uncover the h1dden

agendas that prompt some of the more voca}.and perenn&alQFrrtlcs cf
publlc educatlop _ . ) . ) .

The quallty of public education has always been a matter of con-
’cerh for several groups. Parents have hlstorlcally seen the schoor
as a place where ‘their chlldren ‘could make somethlng of themselves, a:

democratic channel for upward mobility. - Some still do. More recent-
,
ly, however, changes in family structure, in adult values and goals,

and in employment opportunities for youth have all tended to grode

thig view of the school, Most parents today have spent more;time going

i

to school and are better educated than were their own parenté. As a

[

¢ . . .
consequence, they now have more leisure time and wider interests,

/
1 /
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;;heir childreh'attend.

11 ¢

L 4

Some of them are more articulate and expect more from the schools

o

At the same time, an increasing number of other parents are in-

different to such things. This growing disenchantment with aducation

[}

by parents is not 1ost on the young. Parent apathy, in fact, has

been identified by teachers today as a major problem for them in
teaching basic skills, or in teaching just about anything.
Others with a contihuing interest in pub}ic'eduoation include

employers, many of Whom'expect from the sohools a yeaﬁiy crop of young

r

people with ‘salable skills. For over a century industrial societies

havé.seen the school as a means of preparing and pre-sorting youngsters

to meet the varied and increasingl?‘specialiged needs of an ekpanding

economy. As the productivity of the -American economy increased, it

became apparent-—apparent at‘least, to dominant business interests--
that a majcr functlon of the rather new publlc schools would be to
teach people how to earn a 11V1ng in such a soc;ety. The business
of Amerlca was bu31ness; and the bu81ness of its educatlonal system
reflectedlthat fact. It was a tlme of auantltatlve values; measure—
ment was easy, big was best, more was moral. Major efforts were made
to reduce humahjexcellence to a series of numbers. 'Whét‘couldn't be
measured "didn't couht "

Although it began in an earller and s1mp1er tlme, much of this

‘

overempha51s on job training as the primary purpose of eaucatlon can
P

still be found in some schools and in some parts of the busrﬁ/ss com-
munity. Certalnly it is reflecttd today in the mlsuse of standardlzed
test scores for premature tracking of students into dead-end jobs, and
in a range of efforts to substitute work. 1n'the world of work for

study in school~—and to give hlqh school credit for the former. It

A .
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may also account for what some.have described as "The Curriculum of

- Despair," with its courses in "learning to cope" or simply “survival."

L“‘
Minimum competence, indeed.

Taxpayers are yet another group with a continuing interest in ~
'public education. Often well organized, articulate, and politfcally

effective, this group includes a good many parents as well as repre-

]
sentatives from businesg-and industry who are drawn together by a

common fiscal bond. Local taxpayer groups often form temporary alli-
ances of convenience with other. organizations to defeat bond issues
ot to elect sympathetic school board‘members. The success ofbthese
efforts can be seen in the fact that 79 percent ef the 2,041 pubiic
school bdng elections in 1964-65 were passed. In 1974<75, only 46
percent of such ‘elections were approved out of a total of 929,
Recently,\more serious manifestations of-a‘taxpayerAxevolt Have be-

come apparth

s - \

-

Hlstorlcally, taxpayers have been a domlnant force in shaping--
' !

some would say "limiting"--the qualhty and amount of .public education.
~ They also get credit for a brand of limited and conservative thinking,

often thought but seldom expressed that A majoy purpose of the school

-

is custodlal, i.e., socialized babys1tt1ng and youth warehouolnq.

This group and the ‘two groups just mentlonegi-parents and the

business community-tare changing today at a time when each must oper-

Y

ate in a larger context of change. . One result of all this’ can be seen

in new and mut;}lly supportive alliances between groups that hereto-

2
fore have had little in common. For example, the idea of local prop-

erty tax as the sine qua non of school support is increasingly open to

question, and for good reason. - Other educational issues which are now

-

forcing political realignments i1aclude the role of the federal govern-
. - i . ,
\ o o ) , 1 KS'
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ment, national standards and curriculums, the assessment of educa-

©

tional quality, and the goals and purposes of education,
f\l )
\

Some Policy Issues

‘ As we have-already noted in this paper, such-issqeé-as evalua-

tion, public expectations, student;performance standards, in-service

'“education, and the purposes bf.education are integral to a better

N .' . ] . . . . R .
understanding of “the current interest in basic skills. And they point
up the need for educational policy. The question of basic.skills has

v '~ also béen briefly considered on the preceding pages in relation to

larger social, politicﬂl, and economi¢ perspectives. What all of this

means to classroom teachers is that they must often proceed, with their

work in a policy vacuum, often as whipping boys (persons) for. every

1 . ¢
Y

special interest group in town. N
\

As a result; classroom teachers face a growing array of very\Leal
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obstacles which prevent or serlously thwart their profe351ona1 mission.

The "scapegoat approach" of dumping all manner of social problems
in the classrebm. The "Band-Aid approach" to curriculum develqpmenf.
'Thet"blg brother approach" to monltorlng categorical funds. The
' accountablllty approach" of blaming teachers for just about every—
thing. All are examples of a growing erosion of individual autonomy
within the teaehing,profeeeien. .There ere many more examp;es,rinsti- '
tutional and otherwise, and nearly all of them are beyond the control 'ﬁr
of individual teachers.
Vlgefous and united actlon, based on %olid'information,;yill help
ag od many teachers. At the same tlme—-aﬁ'»perhaps more important in
. ‘

the long run--it will call public attention jto the need for some hard

thinking about the more basic policy questions that opened this paper.




Three groups outside of the teaching profession, each with a
, special interest in public education, were described earlier: parents,
employers, and taxpayers: At various times, in various places, and

. *
for various reasons, such grpups have become ‘heavily involved in the

ipblitiés of education. Since Sputnik the united teaching profession
has changed more than anything else in Ameriéan education, and -today
N .
it has become a significant political force.

With this newfound power the proféssiop is now in a much stronger
position "to inflﬁéncegdébeloping publicfpoiiéies gp‘educatrohﬁ" (16)
This is both a complex and a politically difficult,reéponsibility'fbr
those who must lead and .govern the world's 1argést and most democratic

b
professional union.
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It is a complex respénsibility because recent eduqational po;igy<
in the United States hés been developed largely by default:- More
bften than not what passes for policy is an inconé@stent amalgam of
court deciéibns, taxpayerArevoltsy congressionél action (Qr'inactipn),'
federal regulations, spec1a1 1nterest groups, and badAresearch' Such:
complexity is further compounded by nat10na1 traditions of polltlcal
fluidity and soc1a1 diversity in an economy of contlnulng‘technploglcal
change. | |

. It is a polltlcally difficult respons1b111ty since publlc educa-
éion remains a state and 1oca1 respons1b111ty. Dlvers1ty and plurallsmﬂ
are not educationai policies, a;though éhey are often used as substi-
tutes for pulicy"or as excuses for no policy. .Logal‘;ch001 board
membqrs and state legislators, many of whom would not recognizeign
educa?ional policy if they saw one, often have more immediate political

concerns. Policy statements, after all, can become very dangerous

things\for politicians--after they have been elected.

: N




The effect of the absence of ‘policy was discussed in 1958 by

Robert Oppenheimer: "There is a w1despread 1mpressron that we live

M

from astonlshment to surprlse, and from surprlse to astonishment,:

never adequately forewarned or forearmed and ‘more often than not,

choosing between evils, when forethoqght and foreactlon might have
o - (

‘provided happier alternatives." (17)

What is educational policy?

. The need for’ thoughtful attention to this question is illustrated
by the popular--and vastly eversimplified-~issue of going back to the
‘basics. There are, of course, other issues: " educetion for .all handi-
capped children; clessroom discipline, classrsize,~end in-service.
education, fdr;eXample.‘ However, an analysis of almost eny classroom
problem today will lead’us back to the same kinds of fundamental
questions. 'What\ére instructional imperatives?

, ' Shall we go back? Or shall we go forward? The difference be-
tween “conqérvatlve“ and “11bera1"—-per1e, parties, policies, or

whatever-~-is the differenCe in how much faith one has in the past and

how much faith one has in the future.

Nothing is more reactionary in ‘'its consequences than
. the effort to live according to the ideas, pr1nc1ples,
. ustoms, habits, or institutions which at some time in
the past represented a change for the better but which
in the present constitute factors in the problems con-
fronting us....New problems demand for their intelli-
‘gent solution the pro;ectlon of new purposes, new ends >
in view; and new ends necessitate the development of
- new means and methods. {5)

¢

This quote is from John bewey's last published essay (1952) on

A

education. Although Dewey was spared the educational fiasc'”of‘Sput—
nik, his words contain some support for those who do not want to go

back to the basics. They also seem an appropriate bridge between

21




16

this introduction and what follows it.

A final linkage in this introduction has to do yitb student

» rights, another policy question not unrelated to baqﬁc skills. Stu\

-

dents, as eVery teacher knows, vary in ability, motivation, speed,

and temperament, This, of course, is the reason why som=2 students do

not learn "the basics! as well or as soon as other students.

4

Some of these otherwise normal students will qualify as “iearning
diéabled& under PL 94:142--the Educéklon for All Handicapbed Children
Aét. 'Laté in £977 supplementary feaeral regulations for PL 94-142
were issued "for the evaluation.of children suspected of having a spe-
cific learning disability." In 3;500 words of bureaucratic jargon we

are told, among other things, that the determination-of a learning
Qo

disability "is made based on whether a-child does not achieve commen-

surate with his or her age and ability wheneprovided with appfopriate

' < .
educational experiences,..." , -

I learning basic skills,is to be an individual right for all

14 D

D

students, phen»ﬁhose who need”speciil treatment must have it. This

raises questions about dollars-dhd children. At what point, for ex- .

el

‘ample, are the basics cost-effective? ¢

v Pl . ' i . »
N .

> [3
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WHAT ARE THE BASICS?

. Clearly there is a lack of public agreement on just what are "the
basics." The'most recent An§ual Survey of the Public's Attitudes To-
ward the Publfb Schools by the Gallup Poll énd the Charles Kettering
Foundation asked the question, "Do you favor or oppose the [back-to-
the-basics] ﬁovement?" of thése who responded, 83-g§rcent were in
f%Vor, 11 peréentvwere opposed, and 6 percent gave no answer.

Some respondents to the poll said they considergd "the basics?

“to be simply reading, writfng, and arithmetic. However, a substantial

. ‘ 0
number.said that to them "basies" were such traditional values -as re-

spect for teachers, good manners, obedience, propef drqu (whatever

that may be), and a return to "S;ructured classrooms" and tc "the old
ways of teaching." h o '

g o 4 )
Itfyould seem, then, that some parents want "basic .skills" while

t

other parents want "basic behavior# " More than likely, many want

both., This lack of agreement about what are the basics is not limit-
. B ' M
ed to parents and ;he general public.

L 4

The slogan "back to the basics" has no more meaning in ‘education
than itAwould have in any other field, according to '300 elementary

school teachers in a March 1978 open letter to President Carter.

~+Their statem»nt’ was an outgrowth of the National Conference on Lan-

guage Arts in the Elementary School held last spring in Indianapolis,

and it is typical 6f reactions from within the profession to the cur-

rent emphasis on basics.

"What is baic in-{é?cation,"'gtated the open letter, "is meet-

ing the need for all people in society to rn to the fullest extent

of their needs, desires, and capabilitie .“ Drafted by Kenneth Good-
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man of the Uni&ersity of Arizona, the letter also points out that
"testing has become the Frankenstein monster of contemporary American

education, largely through-federal guidelines....Ironically, the state

of the grt of language testing is such that it makes\bad programs look
good and good programs look ineffective...." |

Earlier this year ;n Washington,'Kénneth Clark opened'a series of
public seminars on Edgcétion in America sponsored by the U. S. Office
of Education. When asked about basics, Clark said that the basics
are what schools are for and that beyond the three R's the basics

should inciude respect for law and an understanding of and sensitiv-

ity to others, as well as humaneness. Clark also had some observa-
tions about the misuse of standardized tests, whiph he said should be
\ used only for diagngstic purposes. This point, éf course, 1s not un-
related to other concerns about basics, siﬁce in some states Lthe
basics" haye been defined Qolely by the étandardized tests that are
commercially available and, according to their vendors, will do the
) ﬂ'job. |
. 'fhere seems to be no end to the question of what should be basic
in education for the last quarter of the twentieth century. "I'm for,
bgsics," says James L. Jarrett (12),“"assuminq, of course, that you
agree with me on what they are." Accordigg\io.Jarrett, "The trouble
is that the word [gasics] seems to mean too littll, sometimes too
much.. It means too little if the implication is that *he schools...
should teach nothin9 but the three R's...."

| The questicn of what is more basic than the basics has heen
raised by a number of educator<., including Edward J. Meade, Jr., of
the Ford Foundation. With the resources available to us? Meade seas

universal literacy as only a matter of public and national resolve and
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priority. But beyond literacy, he feels that such "basics" as hones-
ty and trust are even more essential for seciety in general. Caring

for others, according to Meade, 1is the most important basic of all:

Even if without the ingredient of caring for
others the-so-called "back to basics"” movement was
successful, it would be a hollow victory. For chil-
dren to achieve a basic literacy in reading, writing,
coriputing and thinking without our demonstrating our
care for them as persons and instilling in them the -
desire and ability to care for others is hardly orog-
ress in civilization. (14) :

Alihough Meade's concept of caring will strike some today as a
fresh and nece;sary goal--a baéic--it is as old ‘as the idea of formal
schooling. 1In fact, the major purpcse of education in the early days
of our Republic was salvétion, which in a secular sense meant moral and
ethical training. “The fact that it %s now necessary to resurrect guqh
"basics" as hénesty, trust, and caring is in itself a comment on the
moral climate cf today--jn and out of the classroom.

We confuse verbal -behavior with all behavior, moral ani other-
wise. This has led to some of the confusion over what are the basics.
"A child who does not learn the 3R's in rchool is unlikely to learn
ghem anywhere else," says Arthur W. Foshay. (8) "This obvious fact,"
observes Foshay, ?has led many people to cqnclude that educaticn in
the 3R's is the sole, main, most important function of school. Such
neople consider the 3R's basic, which of course they are, and also
sufficient, which of course they are not." Foshay feels that the
three 's do ot of fer an adequate bhase for living a life; nor arse
‘théy the only unidue oﬁferings in schoeol.

Foshay; a respéctéa and longtime student of curriculum, has
poinced out four curricular areas which he considers te be cqually

important and erjually basie:
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1. Coping skills, which include the three R's hut which also

include such skills as social interactibn and emotional

growth. Emphasis on skill:development, according to Foshay,

A

w»uls to inhibit inderstanding, i.e., "know-why.”
L

2., Character, wh ch involves ethlcc-—a knowledge and a Jis- ’

\
position to act on a dlstlnctlor between rlght and wrong.

)

It involves self~difection, dependability, honest dealings,

and a clear sense of justice. . o

1

3. Citizenship, which is of the essence in public educatiocn--

and Foshay points out that this has always been so.» It is °

'\_‘_

individual action based on a feeling of affiliaticn with

]

the natici,. : . .

4. Private realization.,” Anyone who is wholly defined by the

opinions of others i3 doomed tp have no persnnal seénse of

. d

Jorth. . "By private realization," says Foshay, "I refer to

- . A}

. that complex of understaqd1nqs, attltudes, and. perceptlons
that makp up my assertion that I am. I am, apart from others
and their beliefs about me. I know myself \ncompletely, but

more fully than others know me."

1

4

Among his four curriculum basics, Foshay's "wprivate reéalization"
. _ ¥
is rather new.as an educational concern. It is also an important con-

3

cern. When the present alienation of students (and parents, and tax-
payers, et al.) is considered, it may well be that more attention in
school must bhe given to the personal lutoqr;ﬁx, thv'fnelinq of self-

worth, of every student.  In a socicoty fiven Lo growth and competition,

wher:e learning 1s sometimes confused with test-passitiy, o growing num-

l)’\

cwn )
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ber of youngsters are able to find peer approval--a kind of pseudo-
self-esteew, at best--only through violence.

"Private realizaticn," according to Foshay, “requires that all...
aspeéts of what it is to be a human beind be attended to by all the
persons and ;nstiiut;ons that influence the child."' In this regard,
Foshay finds much in the présent back-to-the-basir s movement that is
counterproductive: - o . ‘ '

The vision of a sohool we all share is of a »lace

full of Jife, where people act with purpose on their

own. The present "back to basics" movement in its

narrow focus on a few of the coping skills, moves us

away from such an ideal. What we need is a recogni-

tion of what is, in fact, basic to gaining an educa-

tion and living a life. 3

As. for citizenship education, i. now seems to be in a decline. -’

Early this year the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
released a study of Changes in Political Knowledge and Attitudes among
teenagers from 19,9 to 1976. Tne findings are mixed, but declines are
reporteﬁ in knc.ledge of the structure and function of government as
well as in "understanding and willingness to participate in the polit-
ical process.” Fducators quot:d in the NAEP release say that these -
findings require "prompt and drastic attention by the public and edu-
cators alike...to preserve our system of government"; -and one of them
sugquested that citizenship should be added to the thi2e F's as an

equally 1important basic skill.

Others took a different view of the NAED findinys and said that

the present overemplhiasis on the three K' was in fact the reason for
the decline in teenagers' knowleoge of politics and citizenship, 1n’
this camp a number of educators saw the NAEP study as once again

demonstratiny the inherent perils :f the back-to-the-basics movement,

ferdon Cawelty, executive (director of the Association foo “apervision
l)'»

w4
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and Curriculum Upvelopment, was quot-*d in the press on this matter.
"1f we pchL\t in narrowing the. tocus of school curriculum to dnclude
or emphasize only such skills as reading, writing, and math-we should
expect to see furthe: declines in student knowledge of other skills {
equally essential, such as citizénship and political knowledge." (4) . ,
Another point of view nnvgﬁb’NAEP discovery that teenagers do
not understand government was expressed by Howard D. Mehlinger (15),
director of the Social Studies Development Ceﬁter at Indiana Univer-
sity: Parents' attitudes toward government are affecting the younag.
Accordiné to Mehlinger, the NAEP fiﬁdinqs were antipipated by a Lewis
‘Harris pmll that showed adult confldencp in the execu“lve branch of ‘
the fodmxal qovcrnment sllpplnq from 41 percvnt in 1966 to 23 percent
in 1977. During this same pnrlod adult vonfxdeqce in the U S. Con-
gress fell from 47 peifent to 17 peruent.
“%chools alone are not to blame for the falling test scéres re-
ported by NAFP," said Mehlinger. "If’American_pargnts hold such atti-

tudnrs, can we be surpris that their children show ‘ndifference to

political affairs?” Related to this is Mehlingex's opservation that

1

-

¢itizership education has no powerful lobby demanding its 1mprovement
and that, as a result, it has dropped out of style duriag the past

two tecades.

N

How basic is citizenship?  The question 1s difficult to answer

bocause of a crewded curriculus, Mehltnger's comment on this will

t

of particular anterest to teachorrs: \ !

The schools are amonag fthe most burdened instituy-
tions in American sccicty. As various. ihterest aroups
compete for time and spaqace an t;f‘ lassroom, decisions
ar: made as often in vesponse,Ao political and mone-
tary pressures as tney are iz<:fw ponse to the neeods of
socioty and the students.,
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; Jist one example of this curriculum overload will.
illustrate the heights, or the depths, to which the

problem can go. In one school, the research guide * . 'g
! for English and the social studies says:
‘ p \

"In tie 10th grade, study is concentrated on the
growth of democracy, and espegially on the form of
government which developed. Such a study should
be, brief and to the point in order to allow time
for the unit on driver education." ' '

Skills and Frills

" ‘Any attempt to answer the question of what are the basics (and

. .
how to go back to them) must give some attention to the political
realities 6f declining eﬁrollmen£s and fiscal austeri#y caused“by‘a
genefal taxpayer revolt. ;n thislfontext, "back~to~the~basi¢s"'is
an embty slpgan—wa“code.word for putting~school budgeés. }t is a -;
more immediate ans‘a far more digco?cértihg issue than a public
debate about educational goals apd curriculum.

Fre M. Hechinge:r (10) raises this iésue in the February/March *

P

1978 NEA journa., .oday's Education. He points out that those who

simply want to cut school Egdqets»have joined ﬁprce8~~undér the ban-
ner of basics--with conservati?es (both polit%cai anéd educational) .
Back-to-thg-basics becomes a demand for ﬁcutting ouf the frills" when
these twqQ groups work together, says Hechinger, who sees this as both
a revolt against high property'taxes and an effort to supﬁort the
puritanical view of education. In such a context, the first "frills"
to go are usually music and art.

The fallacy of this tendency, according to Hechinger, is that
"the stripped—d¢wn, no-frills basic curriculum allows fqr too little

transfer of skills to other areas--creative, artistic, or just plain

interesting. The harm that can be done to the three R's by the

LY 0," -~
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elinination- of school newspapers or otheoer extnacurricxlar activities
that require basic skllls should be zv1dent to eVeryone concerned "
" 4

1

Hechlnger and other informed commentators agree that ba51c

’ sklllS are g\Blc and essent1a1 startlng points for an educated per-

san. ‘They also agree that parents, too, Pave a responsibility for

such skill deVelopment in their children. 1In his NEA article )

. Hechianr puts it this way:

. -

e Any successful new emphasis on the basic skills--

and liberals .as well as conservatives should demand 1 '
such emphasis-~ought to begin with an analysis of the oL T
major causes of contemporary deficiencies in these _ .~
skills. Some of the contributing factors,’such as

lack of stress on the printed word,’ cannot be cor- S
rected by the schools alwme:~" The parent who cannot o
or will not read to a child at an early age as part ‘
of the daily intellectual diet takes the first step -

in undermining that child's foundation in the basgic

skills. 1So does the parent who uses televisian as

a pacifier, without helping to create the links be~- ‘

tween viewing, reading, and thinking. . ” : {

Hechinger is a member of the Editorial Board of the New York - -

L8

Times, and the plece quoted above, from Today 8 Educatlon, had an

o wtemna—— o4,

obvious influence on a first-rate editor1al in that newspaper on

" April 12, 1978. It was called "Rewards and Risks of ‘Back to
s

Basics,'" and it said, in part,’that "the United States is not so ™

poor that the only way it can reform the teaching of basic skills

is toutgach nothing else."

The question of defining the basics of American education is a

policy issue of the highest ordel for the teaching profession and for

The question is not a simple or: and, as

the future of our country.

wé/UXVe scen, there i~ little agreement avout how it should be answered.

Ben Broilinsky (2) has reported on a prestigious conference last year

which brough together 40 national leaders in education to examine




and this was his valedictory:

25

the state of basic.skills in American education. After three days of

erudlte papers, high-level discussion, and spiritet debate, the con-

ference ended on a final note from one of its sponsors, James G,

’

Cook, president of the Thomas Alva Edison Foundation.  Cook, accord-

-

ing to Brodlnsky, had been a hardliner on basics throughout the mee t-

T .

ing, where he espoused the conservatlve views of the business commu-

nity and stressed the importance of the three R's. But Cook had been

moved to view the basics from new angles before. the conference ended,

9

)
¢ [

My notion of the basics .assumes that our school-
ing system should be concerned with literacy in words
and numbers. It also acknowledges ‘that our educa-
tional system will be moving toward another set of
basies: truth, beauty, justice, love, and faith.
Character- rooted passions are required fqr'the sur-
vival of a democracy. We want children to be not
only competent but also compassionate; in Dag Ham~
marskjold's words, "to become truer, kinder, gentler,
warmer, quieter, humbler, so that they can become
firmer, stronger” and wiser."

|
'

6
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. THE BASIC SKILLS AND UNIVERSAL lLITBRACY’

The precedlng sectlon of this paper ra1sed the question of what

are the basics in educatlon. In the present section, it should be

4

noted that "the basics" are llmlted to the basic skllls of reading,
wrltlng, and arithmetic, the ‘so-called three R's. As stated earlier,

there is complete agreement about the need for these .fundamental

skllls.

S - "

The questlon of how well the three R's are belng taught today

must be considered first in relation to a more basic questlon. To .

whom? The New York Times editorial (cited on page 24) addresses this

4

questlon w1th eloquence: "For the first time :in American history,

teachers are being asked to educate all children, lncludlng many who
¢

in the past would simply have been allowed to drop by the ways1de.

- In 1920, only one of every five teenagers in the Unlted States went

to high school. At the start of this decade, more than 92 percent of
our teenagers were in high school.

As our goal‘of universai, %ree education comes closer to reality,
it brings yith it changes in the student body. And some of these |
changes, rhcidentally, account for.mostxof the decllnes 1n//96res on
group standardized tests. For Pome; who would like to go back to the
basics~ (and to the good'old\days), the elitism of the past has much
appeal. There.is, of course, much more to be said in fé‘ v of the
greater democracy of the present.

"Many of -the natioh's present difficulties ariseAfrom'its°past

successes," said John Cogley. (3) "We are in trouble today not be-

cause the democratic system has failed but 1in large part because it

has succeeded in breaking down the class, religious, and racial.

3.2
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barriers of the past, thereby creating expectations .unknown to ear-- -

lier generations." Anyone who would like to better understand what
the press calls "declining test scores" will be interested in this

excerpt from Cogley's essay:

An increasingly more democratic society cannot enjoy .,
the tranquility and high cultural level that were avail-
able te®® American society when it was managed by, and
largely for, a ruling glite. The more democratic the
common denominator, the lower it is likely to be.' This
is a fact of life in present-day America. It has to be

. taken account of by educators, politicians, journal-

. _ists, Broadcasters, and-everyone else appealing to the
public{ Inevitably, it does not sit well with those who
once joyed the benefits of elitism and remain hauntec
by- the memory of a time when only the privileged had to
be considered and standards could be set high for that
favored few. , .

P

Test Scores as News

As we have already'ncted, the problem of repoéting test scores
- : . /

from-a large and pluralistic student population is difficult. (Most
of the tests, of coursg, are a Qaste of time and -oney, butathat is
_enother.story and beyond the scope ofuthis pséer.) With disturbing:
frequency, editors respon51ble for reporting such test results to the
public in understandable terms are interested in sensationalism, bad
"news, and sweeping generalities. y |

R@centiy the major news'stories abbut testing have been based on
news releases and press cosierences generated b§ NAEP, ~the U..S.
Office of Education, the EducationallTesting Service, or similar
groups.. Thee}eleasesisometimes include»a great'deal.of technical
test‘data. They are written as news stories by the sponsoring agency
and handed out or meiled to reporters. At a good news conference

good reporters ask good questions and get good answers. What most

local newspapers and broadcasters get from all this is a story "on

/ | ‘, N |\? !i |




the wire" from the Associated Press, United Press International, or
some other wire service.

Before we cons&é;r an actual wire story on testing in some de—n
tail, it Wlll be usefulitovpoint out.another aspecttof the wire serv-

ice tradltlon of American journallsm. Such stories are-written in
: A ,
the "inverted pyramid" style with the most importarit, essential.facts
- \ ' : S -
in descending order of importance, with the least significant infor- -

BN

‘mation at the end. If a story is to be cut, the local editomwstarts

cutting at the bottom of the story. When space is very short, read-

ers get only the lead paragraph-which, in theory, will give them thejf///<

" essential facts. o ' . : : e
\ ‘ ' i ‘

Here is a recent example of how an important story on testing
o S

v L

was handleé under«this s?stem. On the morning of June 26, 1978/_the
NAEP held a press conference in’ Washlngton to announce .the results

of its reoentlessessment ‘of science knowleoqe}among 72,000 elementary,
and secondary Scnool.pupils.” At 2:44 that afternoon'the Associated

Press put on the wire a MG—pdragraph.story with the following lead:

Washington (AP)--In the decade since America
1anded men on the moon, %Xnowledge of scienceé has 2
\ declined steadily among the nation' s 17 -Year-olds,
' a government survey 'shows.

4

Just another test story about what a bad ]Ob the schools are

’d01ng Not qulte. For those few readers_whose papers ran arl the

story and who were pers1stent enough to read the first 14 paragraphs,

there wds an 1nterest1ng quallflcatlon (contxadlction, if you will)

near the "end:

The tests fourd that, in general, certain groups
tended to periorn above the national level. These
were boys, whites, those with at least one parent who
went to college and those living in the Northeast,
big-city 'suburbs or well-to-do urban areas.

2
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This was followed in.the AP story by paragraph No. 15, which is

.quoted be10w t> add another dimension of’meaning"not in the 'lead:

Those generally below the national-level were ‘ -
girls, blacks, those whose parents did not graduatie
from high school and students in the. Southeast, big
c1ties, or poor urban areas.

‘ot
-

This kind of information, buried in paragraphs 14 and 15 in a
~l6+~paragraph story, gives much rew meaning to the first paragraph in
the story. Does the "lead" mislead readers? Since there is’ almost
no national testing as such, “the journalistic tendency to spot national
trends in testing stories usually overshadows the'far_more 51gnificant
_regional, ethnic, and socioeconomio data that are necessary for a , . -
reaso.aable pubiic understanding of such stories This kind of report-
ing would also expose some of the limitations of such tests
There 1is, of course, good news about test results today, but it
is seldom "played up" kto use a newspaper.term).“.One egample ofithis
can be seen in a UPI story of April 14 1978, fron Indianapolis:
,'"Today S public ‘'school chiidren are better readers than their parents:

' .

" were 30 years ago...." Jt was a brief story of Slx paragraphs ‘ ' o

Illiteracy *

T
~7

The term "funotional 1iterate"—-1ike "the basios"--is badly used
and yideiy misunderstood; "yet it is considered by the public’as the “
cutoff point for those who have.not learned the "three R's. Despite
the oft-quoted estimate that the illiteracy rate in the United States
has dropped from 11.3 percent to 1.2 percent since 1900, there is a '
great disagreement among experts, and just about everybody else, about
what it means to be "literate" or "illiterate" and the degree to which

each condition is "functional."
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This almcst Tudicrous confusion about the freaning of functional
literacy (or illiteracy) is illustrated in an excellent survey of
research by Donald L. Fisher (7) He quotes aQ‘Edqutional Testing

'SerVice study which found that "14 percent of the adult population

?
-

at the profeSSional—management level were functional illiterates.

{‘ o

Fisher concludes "that the functional literacy label h@s been applied

inappropriately to individuals in the profess10na1—managerial class.
. ‘ . ‘ .
Even if a significanttproportion'of.this class has difficulty reading,

[} Jy

the problem has not held them back. Their "illiteracy" does not hin-

L4

der their successful functioning.

.

The ETS measurement of illiteracy is typical of such studies .,
AN - o ’ .
.where ‘the literacy or illiteracy rate is simply a function of the per-

centage of the population that can be expected to give a correct or
- : L} : ' ' [
an incorrect response to a test item. "As an absolute measure of

illiteracy rates," ohserves Fisher, -"such a procedure is not easily
4 -, . \

interpretable." It is also clear, he says, "that the methods used to

estimate 'the number of illiterates are biased in the direction of

overestimation,"

Fisher ‘estimjtes tha€ in any report of literacy based on test

’

evidence "between 5 and 11 percent of any’population or group are

misclassified." Taking this into consideration, says Fisher, "we

-—

found that it was possible to infer thay/ few if any functional illit-

erates were'actually awarled high school™diplomas." .

Fisher's survey of research on measuring literacy is competent,
comprehensive, and comp .ex. Supported and published'by the National
Instjtute of Education, much of it is written in the technical jangoﬁ

of reseatrch. It is not easy to read. But it obviously represents a

point of view that has not had much attention in'the press. In the




32 .

\

abstract of his study (p.-vii), Fisher comment3 on his findings about

the effectiveness of schocls today:

The survey results have precipitated a rash of con-
erns. The first sections of this paper analyze the
legitimacy of these concexns and the accusations which

' have evolved....Two accusations stand foremost. First,
high schools have been acecused of graduating thousands,
even millions of illiterates. At first.glance, this
.claim is supported by numerous suryeys'and;observations.

For examplé, the surveys referred- to in this paper re-
port that anywhere between 2 and 13 percent of the '
. population with a twelf#h grade education are func-

- tionally illiterate. We will argue that the upper
estimate is greatly .inflated, and more often than not. _ —

' misinterpreted. 1In general, ve see no sclid basis for _ T e
the first accusation in any of the surveys of func- , “ .
‘ticnal literacy administered to date.. In fact, the ' ¢ '
.evidence from the surveys points. in just the opposite:
direction. " ' |

e ¥ ' The .second accusation centers on the effectiveness
of today's schools. The schools of today are accused
of being less effective than the- schools of" yedterday.
‘Individuals or groups who level this accusation be-
lieve that ‘education in general -has deteriorated. Some
claim that the value of a secondary .education has de-

. ~ creased. Others place the blame on primary education. | )
' An analysis of the survey data does not support thcse .
claims. o ' . :

* .

1

Such surveys of educational research provide a better uhder~ -

2 .

\ .
standing of how well the three R's are being taught today. They also

illuminate the amount of misunlerstandiﬁg of wha?iit means to be )

'’

'1iterate in today's world. . :
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CONCLUSION

There is food reason to believe that much of the present-public

- clamor for SConls.to get back to the basics has less to do with the
three R's than with other, not so visible agendas for public educa-
tion. One example ff thié is the neoconservative New Right, a mix=.

Quré of'taxpaygr groups, fundamentalists, and a few ﬁnreconstructed
‘frdcists who want to cut school budgets and'preserve:the'socioeconomic
status quo. Despite their -extreme pqsition, such groups are gathering
support for tggir efforts to limit the role of oducatién as a change
agent in sgciety. \

Anothegﬁleés extreme but even more beryasive trend is the effort,
on the part of many groups, to solve the social; political, énd eco-
nomic problehs of the larger socicty by dumping’them-on-the schools.
This "ourriculum lobby" is responsible for much in todaygs course
of study that is anything but basic. One réason for the more or less
anontrolle& curricﬁlum expansion is the lack of educational policy
and clgarlylstated éoals and purposes of. education.

»This is not to say that the curriculum should be frozen and'that
the basics of yesterday wili solve the problems toda¥'s students must
face as adults in the year 2000. It may well be, as Foshay squests}
that today's students will need something more than the hard, easily
- méasured academic subjects. When one cbhsiders the present school

problems of discipline and violence, the idea\of developing in students

stronger feelings of self~-worth and self-identity may be the most'

fundamental of educational basics.

L2
\

Beynnd the fundamental skills of the ﬁhree R's, there is little

agreement about what should be basic in education. And this lack of

4

5
Q _ . \?Y
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agreement seems to be as widespread within the profession as it 1s in
the public domain. What some people conSidef skills, others consider
frills. Some. consider student deportment, dress, and attitude to be
a basic. Others are of the opinion that the arts and humanities afe
also basic, and that they are necessary to provide the motivation,

substance, and interest necessary for students to learn the three R's.
) . P

Language, after all, is not very important for those #ho have nothing

A ]

to say, and addition is a bleak exercise for those who have nothing *

-

to add. ’ .

The public and iis lawmakers do not have a,balqnce& view of the

L4

facts about literacy and such basic skills as the three R's. Althouqh

it is easy to blame the news media for this state of affairs, there
are more fundamertal cauées. ‘After all, both the press and the
scﬂools reflect the society in which they exist. This.laék of public
understanding, of course, is a major reason for:efforts ihfgtaté
after state to legislate literacy in terms of minimum.competency laws.
Well intenfioned as it may be,'mos¥ of this leqisiatiVe effort simply
compounds the problems presented in this paper.

It is impossiblc'£p isolate the present ba:k-to-the-basics move-
ment from a great many other issues facing teachers. There is little
agreement, for example, on what is basic, and evern less on what an
educated person should know. Yet 1n this context, glassroom teacheré
must proceed each day in a élimate charged with conflicting public
expectationé for both excellence and equality. Like such goals as
universal publiclheath and equal justice for all, the idea of a ﬁree
and un}versal educational system with equal opportunity for evérYone
is something yet to be achieved. Although it is something ve carnot

go back tn, it may be our most important hasic.

.-q“
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